The University of Maine

DigitalCommons@UMaine
General University of Maine Publications

University of Maine Publications

5-19-1997

Idealized Fatherhood Contradicts Practice, UMaine Research
Shows
Kay Hyatt
College of Education, University of Maine

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu/univ_publications
Part of the Higher Education Commons, and the History Commons

Repository Citation
Hyatt, Kay, "Idealized Fatherhood Contradicts Practice, UMaine Research Shows" (1997). General
University of Maine Publications. 1813.
https://digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu/univ_publications/1813

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by DigitalCommons@UMaine. It has been accepted for
inclusion in General University of Maine Publications by an authorized administrator of DigitalCommons@UMaine.
For more information, please contact um.library.technical.services@maine.edu.

5/22/2021

Idealized Fatherhood Contradicts Practice, UMaine Research Shows

The Wayback Machine - https://web.archive.org/web/20020702050448/http://www.ume.maine.edu: 80/~cofed/ ...

UNIVERSITY OF MAINE

COLLEGE OF EDUCATION & HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

Idealized Fatherhood Contradicts Practice, UMaine Research Shows
ORONO, Maine -- As sons become fathers and confront the same realities and societal
expectation to provide for their families, they recognize but tend to forgive their fathers'
failings. They apply the positive experiences of their upbringing to their own fathering
skills and rework the negative to avoid repeating perceived mistakes, according to
research at the University of Maine.
The research on fathers in families was conducted by Ian Cameron for his master's thesis
in human development. In his study to define fathers' idealized concepts of fatherhood
and to determine if these ideals are met through the act of fathering, Cameron surveyed
89 men who had children ranging from infants to adults. The average father in the
sample was 40 years old and had been married for 16 years.
In response to questions about their relationship with their fathers, the men indicated
little change after having children of their own. They valued the relationship overall, but
gave low scores to their childhood as well as to their adult relationships with their fathers
in terms of quantity and quality of time spent together. The sharing of intimate
information with their fathers, both before and after becoming fathers themselves, was
minimal.
The angst experienced by these men in the separation from their fathers would appear to
parallel the separation they feel from their own children, Cameron writes in his thesis.
They realize the lack of closeness with their fathers and want to rectify it with their own
children, but time spent in child care is time away from providing. Gender role
socialization and societal expectations both encourage and take for granted the physical
and emotional distance between fathers and sons, Cameron says.
In rating the ideal traits of fatherhood, being affectionate and understanding were most
important, while masculinity and spirituality were rated the least important. In terms of
ideal roles of fatherhood, teacher of values and provider received the highest ranking,
with caregiver and housekeeper coming in as the least importance.
These fathers appear to be idealizing traits that reflect both the value they place on
fatherhood and their interpretation of what a good father does or is, Cameron explains.
The influence of history and culture are evident in these self-definitions of idealized
traits and roles, he notes. In an age of growing sexual equality and egalitarianism, both
the historical and patriarchal significance of masculinity and spirituality decrease in
validity and importance. The historical ideal of masculinity is not considered necessary
to be a good father, and for these men, it is irrelevant. The low score for spirituality
might reflect a rejection of organized religion as historically defined, but the idealization
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of traits such as trust and intimacy might also reflect a higher meaning of spirituality,
Cameron surmises.
With the exception of housekeeping, most roles were rated consistently high and reflect
healthy idealized roles of fathering, according to Cameron. Being a good provider as
well as communicator and teacher of values, for example, are all necessary for optimum
child development, he says.
The rock-bottom ranking of housekeeping presents an obvious contradiction between
ideals and practice, and reflects the fact that women still do the larger amount of
housework in the relationship regardless of their own roles as breadwinners, Cameron
points out. While the men possess, or desire to express, egalitarian traits and roles with
regard to raising their children, they do not value the essential role of housekeeping.
Society and economics dictate that being a good father means to make money, Cameron
says. "We (society) look askance at a father who doesn't provide for his children, but we
don't ask the next question. 'If you're not being a breadwinner, are you taking on other
aspects of child rearing?"'
In his research, Cameron also examined how relationships change with one's partner
after the birth of a child. The results reflect both positive and negative effects. The men
surveyed indicated that both the amount and quality of time spent with their spouses
diminished with the entry of a child into the relationship; however, commitment to the
spouse increased slightly. The men also indicated a slight increase in their ability to tell
their partner what their needs and wants are from the relationship and to discuss and
work out problems after having children.
Overall, one can surmise that these men are healthy and responsible fathers, caring for
their partner and their children in the best manner possible under their particular
individual circumstances, Cameron says. They are somewhat dislocated from their own
fathers and to a certain degree from their partner, most likely due to the need of fulfilling
the breadwinner role.
These men felt their fathers were absent, and they're experiencing the same constraints.
But they rework those failing into a positive model. There is no great generational
difference between these sons and their fathers, Cameron concludes.
Cameron's research shows that these fathers were not close to their fathers, that they
lament that loss and don't want to repeat it with their own children, says his advisor,
Robert M. Milardo, UMaine professor of child development and family relations. At the
same time, they are redefining the provider role by acknowledging the importance of
providing in nurturing ways. "That's an important message that needs to be heard," says
Milardo.
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